Petroleum's (BP) failed Deepwater Horizon platform created a volcanic spewing of crude oil into some of the most fertile and vital ecosystems in the Western Hemisphere-a key breeding and/or feeding ground for countless species, including humans. BP is not the only global oil company creating such disasters; just a few on the list include Exxon's Valdez in Alaska, Chevron's devastation in Ecuador, and Shell's ecological crimes in Nigeria.
Since its inception, New Solutions has published articles addressing the political and economic contexts of these issues. We have helped to bring about an understanding of the relationship between neoliberal capitalism and global environmental devastation and the specific sets of adverse occupational and environmental health outcomes for the working class globally. Our friends in Central and Eastern Europe, however, remind us that the socialist models in their histories have legacies of environmental devastation related to specific industrial production systems. In their view, far worse than the capitalist devastation. Truth is, industrial production conducted with disregard for sustaining the viability of the planet's ecosystems at all levels will jeopardize human healthwe humans are an integral part of the ecosystems within which we survive and thrive.
Back to the capitalists though. Despite the inducement of a global economic recession and an ever-widening path of environmental and public health devastation wrought large by the free-market fundamentalists (or neoliberals), their ideology reigns high here in the belly of the U.S. beast and in most capitalist economies. Margaret Thatcher's declaration that "There is No Alternative-TINA" to neoliberalism was wrong then and remains wrong now. In fact, a movement in South America is constructing an alternative to neoliberalism.
When this is published sometime in Fall 2010 more will be known about the ecological, public health, and social and economic devastation that has resulted from the enormous oil spew brought to us by the maximization-of-profit ideology that drove BP, Transoceanic, and Halliburton to manage a deepwater oil rig in such a callous and hazardous manner. Eleven workers were killed, the health and livelihoods of populations along the U.S. Gulf Coast have been harmed for decades to come, and it likely will be decades before we can fully understand the resulting environmental and ecosystem destruction.
As we write this, 52+ days of oil gushing with no end in short-term sights, the mainstream media is starting to remind us all that our demand for gasoline requires BP and other oil companies to act the way they do. Will they next try to tell us that we should not be living in climates that require indoor heating to offset outdoor cold temperatures? Is there "no alternative" to an oil-based existence? The mainstream media (MSM) may not tell us that the U.S. demand for oil above all else is to fuel its imperialist control of oil reserves and supplies of cheap labor.
We are regularly reminded that domestic transportation vehicle use accounts for approximately 50 percent of U.S. petroleum use. The MSM, however, don't inform us that in addition to fuel, about 10 percent of each barrel of oil is used for petrochemical production, which in turn supports a substantial part of our industrial output. It includes : solvents, feedstocks for synthetic rubber and fibers, pharmaceuticals, polymers/plastics, paints, dyes, detergents, cosmetics, pesticides, Polychlorinated biphenyls (PCBs), and fire retardants. This array of products adds to the material ease and ability to improve and prolong life, but also is the cause of much chronic disease and ecosystem destruction.
The MSM has accepted the bribes, they call it advertising, from "the people of America's Oil and Natural Gas Industry" and has run ads that state: "Oil and natural gas are vital domestic resources that power our way of life. We are committed to ensuring this energy is available-safely and with care for our environment-to all Americans today and into the future." BP and Halliburton are reported to be bribing politicians, they call it lobbying and political donations, in advance of anticipated hearings about the companies' culpability in the Deepwater Horizon blowout.
All this to demonstrate the class allegiance of a Supreme Court that has ruled in two instances now against key provisions of the McCain-Feingold "Bipartisan Campaign Reform Act of 2002." In the Citizens United case, it gave corporations a free-speech right to spend unlimited amounts on election races. In its emergency order to block Arizona from implementing provisions of its 1998 Clean Elections law, it continues to declare that money is speech and that clean elections block an individual's right to spend money and therefore speak freely. The law provided additional subsidies to publicly funded candidates who are opposed by candidates with large amounts of donated or personal campaign funds. The MSM gives voice to oil industry apologists who tell us that we are all responsible for our reliance on oil and the environmental consequences of that reliance. It fails to inform us that these court decisions restrict democracy to those who can afford it-and the rest of us can push against the tide if we choose and take responsibility for the injustices of the few.
But what are the alternatives to carbon-fueled energy and oil as an industrial foundation? The U.S. response to the 1973 OPEC oil embargo (which reduced supplies and greatly increased oil prices) included policy directives to pursue development of renewable energy technologies. Those directives were stalled and U.S. energy policies remained hostage to the dictates of the oil industry. Thirty-five years later, we continue to be blackmailed into reliance on carbon fuels because the renewable energy technologies cannot meet our demand for energy.
Added to the scenario, we are told that because we need to create electricity without CO 2 emissions we need to rely on a new generation of nuclear power plants. And so, after the Bush/Cheney administration was unable to implement advancement of new nuclear energy facilities, the Democratic Obama administration has promised to tackle global warming with new nuclear plants, expanded off-shore drilling (another failed initiative of the Bush/Cheney group), other carbon fuel options such as "clean" and liquefied coal, bio-fuels, and the end-of-pipe control of carbon sequestration. These are not acceptable options for sustainable development, neither here in the U.S. nor elsewhere on the planet.
The delay, however, means that we are still in the early phases of a transition to a renewable energy-based economy. We need carbon fuels now and in the short run. We must organize and coalesce around a commitment to minimize the duration of that transition. We must commit to making the extraction, refining, and distribution of carbon fuels cumbersome, expensive, and firmly grounded in practices that will minimize these industries' adverse public, occupational, and environmental health impacts. We need to build and sustain a large and powerful international coalition advancing the transition to an international socially just green economy.
The imperative exists to direct massive research and development resources toward renewable energy technologies that can meet peaceful global needs with minimal environmental and ecosystem damage. Technologies are needed to facilitate energy conservation that would drastically reduce energy consumption while sustaining quality-of-life standards that promote optimal public health and expression of human potential. Massive work force disruption will result and we must implement welfare systems that protect communities and prepare them for the new forms of work that will evolve from these changes. The global environmental injustices must be rectified in this process. We will need to counter what David Harvey described as neoliberalism's "accumulation by dispossession" [1] by funding sustainable development through advancing social and environmental sustainability by repossession. Tax the corporations. Set strict limits on executive/worker salary ratios. Establish democratically controlled international development funds. Build on a foundation of human rights principles and goals. No more bailouts because a corporate entity is too big to fail. Instead, we need to advance the understanding that the imperative to establish a global economy based on eco-social justice is so big we cannot afford to fail.
